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Abstract 
The education of children with special educational needs (SEN) has been subject to heavy criticism in Hungary in last decades. 
One part of this criticism was that the SEN category was supposedly used to segregate roma students from non-roma students. 
These debates incited decision makers to renew the legislation on SEN categories.  In my paper, I look for evidence of 
discrimination toward roma children after the policy reform. I measure the effect of roma background to the probability of being 
categorized into SEN. In reduced form regression, based on data of Hungarian Life Course Survey (HLCS), the effect of 
discrimination disappears. This fact clearly contradicts the widespread belief among sociologists about the relationship between 
roma background and SEN. But social disadvantages do seem to have a crucial effect on the probability of having special 
educational needs. A small but significant evidence of discrimination remain in regard of girls. This detail is very important, but 
can hardly be interpreted. The effectiveness of separating children with special educational needs is questionable, and there is a 
serious debate whether it is positive or negative discrimination. This paper doesn’t take a side in this normative question. But we 
can conclude that a child with social disadvantages can hardly avoid to be categorized into SEN.  
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1. Introduction 
In my paper, I look for evidence of discrimination towards roma children through the identification process of 
Special Educational Needs (SEN). During the last ten years numerous legislative changes attempted to create the 
appropriate categories of SEN and establish effective treatment for the children with special needs. According to the 
common view of many psychologists and sociologists, these changes were necessary - partly due to the unjustified 
identification of roma students as SEN children (supposing that roma children were classified into the SEN category 
although they haven’t got such learning difficulties that require this kind of special education). They assumed that 
the Hungarian education system used the SEN category to segregate roma children from their non roma peers. In 
2003, an extensive policy reform called ”From the Last Row of the Classroom Program” (Utolsó Padból Program - 
UPP) was started in order to reverse the unjustified identifications and to cease the segregation of children with mild 
intellectual disabilities. 
I empirically test whether the Hungarian education system discriminate roma children negatively after the UPP. I 
present the data from the Hungarian Life Course Survey (HLCS) and its descriptive statistics about the children’s 
socio economic background. Then I measure the effect of roma background on the probability of being identified as 
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SEN. The magnitude of the effect is nearly 9% before we involve control variables into the regression. If we omit 
other variables beside roma origin, we could conclude a significant discrimination toward roma children. But this 
identification process gives us a biased result because it does not take into account the differences and similarities 
among roma and non roma children. In fact, the real question is whether we can see evidence of the discrimination 
among children with similar socio economic background. In other words - if a roma student has the same 
background as a non roma student, does she have the same probability to be identified as child with special 
educational needs? 
Control variables of cognitive development, family background, paternity and regional differences are used to 
control for unobserved differences. Former research (Kertesi – Kézdi, 2011) suggested that these characteristics 
cause most of the differences between the roma and non roma children’s academic achievements and development. 
Moreover, these control variables can show which variables have the most important effect on the probability of 
being identified as an SEN child.  
I estimate the effect of the variables with differently specified models. I separate the data of male and female 
students. A small but significant evidence of discrimination remain in case of girls.  
2. The legal background 
In Hungary, children who have difficulties with their academic achievements and with integration into the normal 
education system, and cannot complete the standard performance criteria are classified as students with special 
educational needs.  According to the prevailing provisions, these special children are entitled to special educational 
treatment and rights. Their development differs from the treatment of the „normal” children, moreover, in some 
cases, they are taught separately. However the causes of the SEN are hard to be identified, therefore the method of 
the effective treatment is questionable too. Partly because of this reason, the legislation – the identification and 
treatment methods –were altered many times during the last ten years. (Earlier too, but in my paper I focus only on 
this time period.) 
I briefly describe the process of these changes based on research done by Erőss and Kende (2010). In Hungary, 
the number of children with SEN is beyond the average level in Europe. The reasons of this situation can be 
specified as follows: 
 The children who have learning or/and behavioral disorder are identified as SEN unreasonably. Using the 
SEN category, the normal education system can eliminate the problem posed by these children. 
 The problems caused by the roma and underprivileged children were handled by this category in the 
general educational methods. 
 The normative subsidy provided by the state incentivized schools to increase the number of the students 
with SEN. 
 Generally, these children were taught separately from their non SEN peers sparing the teachers and schools 
from problems. This method was the absolute opposite of western European trends. 
The data supported these conjectures too. While in 1974 every 4th roma children (almost 25%) studied in special 
schools (for SEN children), in the 1990’s this number was 42% (Farkas et al, 2008: 34) 
In 2003 the Hungarian government incented to cease this situation and started a special program called ”From the 
Last Row of the Classroom Program” (UPP). The main goals of the program were to cease segregation and to 
reverse the unjustified declarations of SEN in the reasonable cases. The SEN category was split into two groups. 
One for the disabled children and one for the children who are not disabled, but have difficulties in certain areas of 
learning. This method did not solve the problem, because the number of SEN children started to increase. A new 
legal provision handled this problem and the increasing tendency stopped. Meanwhile the number of integrated 
students with SEN started to increase.  
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3. Former researches about SEN 
The lack of reliable data and the differences between the Hungarian regions in response to the growing rates of 
SEN children are serious obstacles in the way of analysis of the field of SEN. The different regions have different 
expert committees to handle the SEN identification process and the applied SEN treatment is specified by the 
schools themselves. These conditions hinder the analysis of the relevant issues of SEN from an economic point of 
view. Therefore psychologists, teachers and sociologists deal with the question of SEN mainly. But the Hungarian 
Life Course Survey (2006) made it possible to examine the interviewed children on a standard and large scale data 
base. 
Changes in legislation aimed to cease the discrimination and segregation of roma children. As we see, and 
according to widespread expert opinion,   as well as former research- the integration of the children with learning 
difficulties is effective if the integrated children are able to catch up. (Naturally, the identification of the ability is 
very difficult.) A study of UNESCO (Farkas et al, 2009) SEN (and mild disability) is an institutionalized form of 
segregation. Roma children are identifies as SEN without having real disabilities. This is an ordinary way in 
Hungary to segregate roma students from non roma students. 
But is this supposition true? Do roma children have higher probability to be identified as SEN children? If we 
accept that roma students do not have any special characteristics which cause a naturally higher probability to have 
SEN, we should suspect that the effect is indeed caused by discrimination. 
The discrimination hypothesis can be tested by comparing roma and non roma students with same observable 
characteristics. Kézdi and Kertesi (2011) used this methodology to test whether the test score gap between the roma 
and non roma students can be explained by the socio economic background of these children. A non roma student 
with the same background has very similar scores to a roma student. This means that the difference is not caused by 
any unobservable characteristics, but by the underprivileged situation. 
The general presumption of experts tends to be that the different rate of SEN identification between roma and 
non roma children is caused by discrimination. If I use similar control variables as Kertesi and Kézdi (2011) I can 
clearly see, whether a non roma student with the same socio economic background has smaller or larger probability 
to be categorized as SEN. 
4. Discrimination in the light of data 
Throughout my analysis I used the data of the Hungarian National Assessment of Basic Competences (NABC) in 
2006 and the Hungarian Life Course Survey (HLCS) of TARKI that is linked to the NABC. Nearly 10,000 children 
were interviewed during the HLSC, who were 8th graders in 2006. The ethnic identity of the children was 
determined based on the declaration of their parents. The parents could name multiple identities. This means, that 
they could choose a primary and secondary ethnic identity. Based on these answers, a person has roma identity in 
the database if she chose roma identity either asa primary or secondary choice. In this way we can find 1,000 roma 
people in the database. According to the official census, the rate of roma people in Hungarian population is 5-6%, 
however, other researchers estimate that the real proportion is 8-12% (Janky-Kemény in: Kertesi-Kézdi, 
2011:509).The 10% rate of roma students in the database corresponds to the results of the Janky-Kemény research. 
4.1.1. The probability of being identified as SEN 
The sample contains 990 children with SEN. In this sample, SEN children are overrepresented, therefore I need 
to use appropriate weights to estimate the real effects. The dependent variable is the probability of being identified 
as SEN student that is a binary variable (y). 
4.1.1.1. Roma identity and socio economic background 
Our data show that there is remarkable difference between roma and non roma children in response to the 
average SEN rate. Among non roma students, the average rate of students with SEN is about 4,2-5%, while the same 
rate is about 11,3-15,3% among roma children. In order to explain this difference, I used the variable of ethnic 
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identity as a binary variable. (1) From the simple linear regression we see that the ethnic identity (R) has significant 
and big effect on the probability of SEN identification (nearly 9%). This result alone suggests that the roma students 
face discrimination during the identification process. But this is not an appropriate conclusion, as we have to control 
for the observable characteristics of the children in order to establish real causality. 
Furthermore, I separated the data of girls and boys. In the data, it is visible that among non roma children the rate of 
SEN is higher in case of boys than girls. Conversely, the level of SEN children among roma students is similar. 
Insert your heading text and choose the appropriate heading level from the style menu. Insert your heading text 
and choose the appropriate heading level from the style menu. Insert your heading text and choose the appropriate 
heading level from the style menu. Insert your heading text and choose the appropriate heading level from the style 
menu. Insert your heading text and choose the appropriate heading level from the style menu. Insert your heading 
text and choose the appropriate heading level from the style menu. 
 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics 
 SEN non SEN 
 roma non roma roma non roma 
meduc 
8th grade or lower (%) 92.86 37.44 75.96 17.85 
feduc 
8th grade or lower (%) 72.97 26.57 61.98 11.83 
birthw 
Birth weight (g) 2729.53 2956.91 2874.75 3251.49 
freem 
Receive free school lunch (%) 20.00 13.32 15.62 4.36 
sibl 
Number of siblings 3.36 1.97 2.67 1.53 
books 
Number of books max 50 150-300 max 50 150-300 
story 
Bedtime storytelling Monthly Many times in a week Monthly Many times in a week 
 
 
Then, I control for the socio economic background variables. These are health condition, family background and 
parental conditions of the students. (2) The second model contains the health condition in addition to ethnic 
background which plays an important role in the cognitive development of a child. To measure this effect, I use the 
birth weight (birthw) of a child that determines the long term improvement (Reichmann, 2005). This can be a 
relevant determinant of the formation of special educational needs. 
 (3) In the third model I use three different variables to measure the effect of the family background. First, I use 
parental education (meduc, feduc) that greatly determines the development of children. While among roma parents, 
the rate of having only 8 grades of education or fewer is quite high, the same rate is smaller for the non roma 
parents. I separated the data of SEN and non SEN children and see that the parents of SEN children are less 
educated than the parent of non SEN children. 
In order to measure the effect of family income, I examined whether the student receives free school meal (freem) 
or not. This variable is more reliable than income level, because of the high scale of concealed income. 
Then, I estimate the effect of the number of siblings (sibl). Larger families are typical among roma (Janky et al, 
2004). The more children in a family can hinder the development of a child by decreasing the attention on her. 
Brooks-Gunn and Markman (2005) proved that the parenting (paren) conditions are in strong relationship with 
the academic achievement and readiness of children.  At-home activities with their parents and the diversity of 
stimuli surrounding the children are parts of parenting conditions. The number of books in a household (books) and 
the frequency of bedtime storytelling (story) denote the parenting conditions in my model. All of these variables 
5034   Klára Gurzó /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  5030 – 5035 
have largely different values in the roma and non roma dimension and SEN – non SEN dimension too. Therefore I 
also controlled to these variables in the firth model too. (4) 
As I mentioned earlier, the differences between the regions (regions) of Hungary hinder the appropriate 
measurement of SEN related questions. The rate of SEN in children among children is very different in the different 
regions. Therefore the rate of SEN among children is very different in the different regions. To handle this problem I 
control for these differences in the fifth model. (5) 
 
5. Results 
The equations from the data above are the following: 
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As I control for the various variables of socio economic background, I find that the significance of roma ethnicity 
disappears. This means that the variables referring to the underprivileged situation determine the probability of 
being identified as SEN rather than the roma ethnicity. An interesting finding is that among girls there remains a 
slightly significant effect of roma ethnicity. 
Table 2. Regression results 
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1. The other variables are birth weight, education of mother, education of father, free school meal, siblings, books, bedtime storytelling 
and regions. 
6. Conclusion 
These findings question the widespread assumptions about the role of discrimination through the SEN 
identification process in case of roma children. I found that among boys the variable of ethnicity becomes 
insignificant after the inclusion of socio economic variables. However in case of girls a marginally significant effect 
remains. These provide evidence for the very strong relationship between SEN and underprivileged situation. The 
effectiveness of the treatment of SEN is dubious and the special education requirement imposed on them is not 
entirely reasonable. 
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